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Economics is a study of mankind in the ordinary business of life.
              --Alfred Marshall, Principles of Economics, Book 1, Chapter 1. 

An important part of economics is building simplified models of the world that can then be tested with data and used to make predictions about policy and the world.  As we talked about earlier in class this summer when discussing the work of Ronald Coase, there has been a general trend toward more formal presentations of models in economics, particularly through the use of mathematics.  While some have been critical of this trend, there is little doubt that the use of mathematical and statistical tools has improved the predictive power of economics, made it much better at explaining the world, and therefore much more important in policymaking.  Furthermore, the success of formal models in economics has led other social sciences to follow this part, particularly political science but to some extent sociology, psychology and even anthropology have been influenced by the tools economics.
Yet as the great Cambridge economist Alfred Marshall reminds us, economics starts in everyday life.  As a result we must not forget that we should start our study of economics with our eyes, simply observing the world around us.
The Economics Department has sent students abroad to Cambridge, England each summer for nearly thirty years.  While the program has evolved over time to include experiences well beyond Cambridge, one constant of the program has been an attempt to get students to act as what economist Robert Frank calls “economic naturalists,” to use the principles of economics to explain observations or behaviors in Cambridge and beyond.  Previously these exercises have been written up in a short paper.  We would like to modify this exercise and introduce visualization, a different kind of writing and some ethical reflection.
This exercise will have three parts.
Observing and capturing the world.  This assignment will require you to behave as an economic naturalist (additional background below).  In observing the world and thinking about how economics explains the world, we want you to take at least five pictures that in some way capture an economic idea, phenomena or behavior.  These can be taken in Cambridge or on your travels.  Feel free to be creative—there is not one right way to complete this exercise.
Sharing the visualization.  We then want you to think about how to share your visual observation with others though a brief description of what you have captured in the photograph.  In fifteen carefully chosen words or less, explain or elucidate your picture.  What is essential to help the viewer understand what you see in your picture?
Ethical Reflection.  We also want you to think about what ethical responsibilities you have as you visualize the world, especially through the lens of a camera.  You should have watched the documentary Stranger with a Camera prior to the program.  Use this as a starting point for ethical reflections on visualizing the world with a camera.  The third part of this exercise is to write no more than one page articulating the ethical principles you followed as you made your choices about what pictures to take or not take.
Deadline: by Friday 10 August you should e-mail Steve at sstrand at least 5 pictures, a 15 word or less description of each picture and a one page summary of the ethical principles you employed in this exercise.

For additional background for this exercise, please read or look at the following:
1.  Economic naturalism
The Economic Naturalist by Robert Frank.  Read the introduction at:
http://www.robert-h-frank.com/book.html
2.  Economic photography
Sebastaio Salgado is a photographer who is interested in economic subjects (he was trained as an economist).  Read a bio and view some of his work:
http://www.unicef.org/salgado/bio.htm
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SOQfusK4lZ8&feature=related
3. Ethics
For a reminder of the background for A Stranger with a Camera:
http://appalshop.org/film/stranger/ 
http://appalshop.org/channel/stranger-with-a-camera-trailer.html 

